Introduction
Over a number of years the vaginal smear technique has been used on rodents as a means of assessing the stage of the oestrous cycle in females (Stockard & Papanicolaou, 1917; Schick, 1943) . Various staining procedures and criteria for judging the stage of the oestrous cycle have been developed (e.g. Rugh, 1968; Dix & Billings, 1969; Hoglund, 1972; Davis et al., 1975) . Changes in reproductive condition are related to hormone changes that are, in turn, reflected in changes in the vaginal epithelium. In many of the studies that have used the vaginal smear technique to assess reproductive condition, the time of day at which the smears were taken, in relation to the light cycle in use, is specified in the methods and procedures section of the report (Vandenbergh, 1967; Colby & Vandenbergh, 1974; Drickamer, 1984) . In other studies the time of day at which smears are performed is not specified (Cowley & Wise, 1972; Bronson, 1975; Drickamer, 1981; Massey & Vandenbergh, 1981) . Regardless of whether the time of day at which the measurements were made is specified or not, few investigators have taken this factor into account in the course of arriving at or explaining their conclusions. There are sufficient hormonal data to predict that, for mice (Bronson & Stetson, 1973; Stiff er ai, 1974; Bronson, 1981) and many other rodent species, the females will attain oestrus at a predictable part of the daily cycle; for most species this is during the active phase (which may be diurnal or nocturnal) of the daily rhythm (see van Tienhoven, 1983 Rugh (1968) and Vandenbergh (1969 (Bronson & Stetson, 1973; Bronson, 1981 (Bronson, 1981) . 
